Marion R Cooper, Anthony W Johnson 398pp Price £55 ISBN 0-11-242981-5 London: The Stationery Office, 1998 Pharmacists in France are trained to identify fungi, and will advise those who are uncertain about the edibility or otherwise of the day's collection of mushrooms from the woods. This is not a service routinely available in the high street chemist's shop here. Cooper and Johnson's book points to problems of recognition Narcissus bulbs mistaken for shallots, their stalks for a chinese vegetable, and their leaves for leeks, for example. The book contains over 100 colour photographs of different species to help. It does not, though, set out to make a differential diagnosis of the wellchewed plant remains that some worried parent has brought to the accident department, or even between one blue flower and the next you will need to know what you are looking for before you start.
The monographs for each species are well laid out, clearly written, and widely referenced. After a brief description there is an indication of the poison likely to be present, and then a discussion of animal poisoning. This is an important part of the text, which is apparently a direct descendant of H C Long's Plants Poisonous to Live Stock, published in 1917. It is also compelling reading. Why, for example, should horses be especially susceptible to the toxic effects of beech nuts? We learn that two ponies ate them, and died. 'Staggering, muscular tremors over the hindquarters, and dilation of the pupils were followed by recumbency, rapid and laboured respiration with expiratory grunts, rigid extensor spasm of the legs, and convulsive paddling of the forelegs.' Fortunately, beech nuts seem relatively innocuous to man.
The authors have also cast their net wide in finding published references to human cases, and there are many references to the Continental and Eastern European literature. We would otherwise miss the Swedish man who ate Cicuta virosa, water hemlock (cowbane), having mistaken it for angelica, became dizzy, vomited, convulsed, fell unconscious, and survived after intensive treatment; and the French party who mistook Oenanthe crocata, hemlock water dropwort, for celery, and died. We are not told how. Mead also had clear views on treatment: 'It is very plain; that the common Cure of all Poisons of this kind, must be, by freeing the Stomach, as soon as possible, from the Corrosive Vellicating Particles, and defending the Membranes from their Acrimony . . .'. It is in the matter of treatment that both Mead and Poisonous Plants and Fungi in Britain are, by today's standards, unsound. Readers would do well to heed the disclaimer at the front of the book, which reads 'Appropriate veterinary or medical advice should be sought in all cases where poisoning is suspected.' The suggested treatments in the text are out of line with modern practice. For example, it is recommended in poisoning with Oenanthe that stomach lavage should be performed and attempts made to control convulsions by intravenous injections of barbiturates or other anticonvulsants. Do not try this at home, since intravenous thiopentone, for example, can only be used safely if the patient is intubated and ventilated; and gastric lavage is a fairly reliable way of provoking seizures in predisposed patients, with the attendant risk of aspiration pneumonia. It is difficult, too, to imagine any clinician now advising stomach lavage 'in the first 24 48 hours after ingestion' of Datura stramonium (thorn apple, Jimson weed), as the authors suggest. And physostigmine is obsolete in the treatment of poisoning.
The treatment sections are also marred by inconsistencies. For example, intravenous injections of sodium thiosulphate and sodium nitrite are recommended for treating hydrocyanic acid poisoning from linseed, whilst for hydrocyanic acid poisoning from bitter almonds, sodium thiosulphate, dicobalt edetate, 4-dimethylaminophenol, amyl nitrate (sic), and hydroxocobalamin are suggested.
In summary, a good book for those who know the identity of a plant that has been ingested, and need some IJOURNAL OF THE ROYAL SOCIETY OF MEDICINE Volume 91 August 1 998 idea of the likely toxicity. Reliable information for treating patients will have to be found elsewhere. Press, 1998 The anthropology of medical textbook authorship has developed in a similar way to medical specialism. Time was when a distinguished and energetic physician could write his own textbook of paediatrics during the enforced idleness of a general strike. Now multi-authorship is the rule for general paediatric textbooks and the same is becoming true of more focused works as the paediatric specialties evolve. I suspect the main reason is diffidence: for example, the neurologist with a major interest in neurophysiology may lack confidence in dealing with neuroanatomy. An alternative, or complementary, explanation is that compiling a text of 1000 pages has become too great a burden for a single person with a busy professional and academic life. However, just as we are seeing the medical specialties beginning to develop common themes and links, particularly in the basic sciences, the single-author work may undergo a renaissance.
R E Ferner
Aicardi has produced his impressive book virtually singlehanded-though others join him for chapters on cerebral palsy and metabolic disease, and the 50 or so pages on development and neuropsychiatric disorders have their own author. He prefaces the work by underscoring the 'eminent importance' (a felicitous Gallicism?) of history taking. Furthermore, he makes the point that the formal neurological examination appropriate for adult practice is difficult to adapt to the younger child. One gets more information from observation of children's play and other spontaneous activities. Indeed Aicardi chides the clinician who interrupts the child in play in order to perform a meticulous neurological examination. The full scope of child neurology is covered and for a specialty so dependent on genetic, immunological and metabolic discoveries which change its topography by the month, he has kept it remarkably up to date. Perhaps this is one of the virtues of single authorship-one is not waiting for the single laggardly contributor whose overdue contribution makes those of his assiduous colleagues appear dated when published. My general paediatric eye was drawn to the chapter on epilepsy. Seizures are common in children and probably overdiagnosed. Again Aicardi emphasizes the importance of clinical assessment (particularly the history from witnesses), with encephalographic and other investigations as adjuncts. Advice on drug treatment is firmly practical-'institution of an anticonvulsant [which] is a serious decision that requires a firm diagnosis of epilepsy'. He is rightly cautious about treating those with an unestablished diagnosis or a single seizure, and about treating an electroencephalogram. Children may have to carry misapplied labels with them for many years, affecting their educational, social and employment prospects. The contributions on migraine and syncopal syndromes similarly emphasize the wide spectrum of clinical presentation and the selective approach to investigations. The section on epilepsy surgery is particularly informative for the non-specialist.
The text is attractive to read, is supported by full and contemporary references and a comprehensive index and is generously illustrated and tabulated. Professor Aicardi is to be congratulated on bringing out a second edition of this book so quickly (six years after the first) and for his diligent scholarship. This text is an excellent investment for any paediatric department as a bench book: trainees will rely on it for postgraduate examinations and many physicians in the general and neurological practice of children and adults will covet the copy that is now at my right hand. Timothy L Chambers
